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We UU’s don’t often say much about theology, and perhaps some of us are not sure we have much of one.  But UU historian David Robinson has written: “Like a pauper who searches for the next meal, never knowing of the relatives whose will would make him rich, American Unitarians lament their vague religious identity, standing upon the richest theological legacy of any American denomination.”   So, what are the theological grounds for a UU legislative ministry?  
  We can begin with the seven principles adopted by the UUA 25 years ago, the principles that begin with the affirmation of the worth and dignity of every person.  We can find the same theological basis in the simple covenant a number of UU churches use, the one that starts:

Love is the doctrine of this church, 

The quest of truth is it sacrament,

And service is its prayer.    
When we say that love is our doctrine we mean love not simply as a sentiment but love as the action of seeking the well being of others as well as oneself.  We show love when we work for health care for people who don’t have medical insurance just as surely as when we visit a friend in the hospital; we show love when we work for equal rights for women, gays and lesbians and racial minorities just as surely as when we volunteer to read to a blind person.  Love translated into the social and political realm becomes social justice.  My favorite verse in the Bible is the prophet Amos crying out:  “Let justice roll down like waters and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream.”  
To affirm the worth and dignity of every person and to seek justice, equity and compassion in human relations (as the first two principles say) means that we should do what we can to promote the well being of every person.  And that often means raising our voices and using our power to oppose injustice and oppression wherever we find them (and unfortunately it’s not hard to find them).  How can we affirm the worth and dignity of every person and not be concerned about health care for all?  How can we affirm the worth and dignity of every person and not be concerned about a living wage for every worker?  How can we affirm the worth and dignity of every person and not be concerned about equal rights for all people?  How can we affirm the worth and dignity of every person and not be concerned about ending a war in which people are dying every day or about cleaning the air people breathe.
If we truly care about others, we will care about both their physical and spiritual well-being – housing, food, education, health care, opportunities for work, leisure, etc.  And we will be opposed to anything that dehumanizes another including discrimination because of race, sexual orientation, gender, or anything else.  So, first, to care about people leads to getting involved with social justice work.

The second theological point is an understanding of the social nature of human life and of our religion.  We human beings are inter-related and inter-dependent; we are not isolated individuals.  What we do affects others and vice versa. We are all part of what our 7th principle calls the interdependent web of all existence, and that means we are to some extent responsible for one another.
We UU’s are highly individualistic, and many of us think of religion as a personal matter, having to do with our individual values and our personal relations, but not including a social dimension.  I love this quote from one of our greatest theologians, James Luther Adams, who wrote: “One of the major ways the devil works in human history is .. to persuade us that the important thing in religion is personal relations.”  But Adams insists, as he says elsewhere, that working for universal justice is what is truly holy.  Religion is not only about one’s inner life; it is also has a social dimension.  Both the inner and the outer sides are necessary to a vital faith.
Third, I believe the purpose of our religion is not to get to heaven or even to do “God’s will,” but to enable us to become more fully and truly human, and I believe we can only be fully human if we devote ourselves to making the world a better place.  WE become better people when we care about others and work to alleviate injustice and oppression.  A. Powell Davies said that “life is just a chance to grow a soul.”  There is no better way to grow a soul in my view than to work for change that benefits the lives of others.
I get impatient with our fellow UU’s who say they are interested in spirituality and spiritual growth but who are not involved in social action.  To me if you are really growing spiritually you will be caring about others especially the victims of injustice and oppression.  To me compassion is the test of true spirituality.  As another UU minister once put it: “I measure the spiritual authenticity of a congregation by the concern it expresses for those who are oppressed and suffering.”  And James Luther Adams put it this way: “A purely spiritual religion is a purely spurious religion.”  Spirituality and social action go together.  Neither is complete without the other.
Religion is not about what one believes – it’s not about giving intellectual assent to certain propositions or ideas or doctrines.  It’s about becoming truly and fully human, and I believe that we cannot be fully human unless we devote ourselves to something greater than ourselves, and what cause is greater than seeking a more just and equitable world.
UU churches and individuals often think that social action means charitable work – feeding the hungry, sheltering the homeless, giving money to the victims of natural disasters.  I think this kind of charity does a great deal of good, but the problem is that it does not change anything, and it is counter-productive if it becomes a substitute for social change.  Charity does not address the problems that caused people to be hungry or homeless or without health care.  UU minister Lindi Ramsden, the executive director of the UU Legislative Ministry of California, put it more strongly when she said, “To dole out charity without justice is betraying with a kiss.”  
On the other hand, advocacy is about systemic change.  It attempts to influence policy and policy makers.  It understands that evil is not simply something individuals do; it is also social.  Injustice is institutionalized, and the value of advocacy is that it attempts to get to the roots of injustice and oppression.  It attempts to change unjust laws and social structures that are the cause of suffering.  It’s not just aspirin – it’s surgery.  To do advocacy requires patience and persistence and hard work, but when it succeeds, the payoff is terrific!
The great 19th century Unitarian minister Theodore Parker depicted the difference between social service and advocacy graphically in this quotation:  “There is a hole in the dim-lit public bridge, where many fall through and perish.  Our mercy pulls a few out of the water; it does not stop the hole nor light the bridge nor warn people of the peril.  We need the great charity that palliates effects of wrong and the greater justice which removes the cause.”  
One last point.  Institutionalized injustice can only be changed through power.  Religious people often think that power is bad and so we do not trust it and we are afraid to use it.  But power itself is neither good nor bad.  It depends on how it is used.  Martin Luther King said: “Power without love is reckless and abusive; love without power is sentimental and anemic.”  Our task then is to use our power on behalf of love and justice.
We are starting the UU Legislative Ministry of Maryland so that Unitarian Universalists will have a vehicle to use our power to effect systemic change. We can work by ourselves, and we can also work with other groups.   Coalitions are important because there is strength in numbers.  Working together emphasizes our interdependence and social solidarity, and it’s also very personally fulfilling to know that there are many others who share your commitments.
 Sometimes we think of theology as a head trip for intellectuals in ivory towers.  But UU theology does not stop there.  UU theology calls us to roll up our sleeves and go to work.  It calls us to use our power to do the work of love and justice.  The test of a person’s theology is not right doctrine.  The test is moral action.  Jesus said, “By their fruits you shall know them.”  The fruits of UU theology are things like we are discussing here today – health care for all, marriage equality, healthy air, as well as economic justice and racial justice and international peace.   These, and not doctrinal correctness, are the true measures of a religion that is vital and a theology that is relevant to the real world. 
Too often these days’ liberal religion and UU churches have stayed within the private sphere and stayed out of the public square.  But that was not always so.  Once upon a time the liberal church understood itself as more than a refuge from a sometimes frightening and incomprehensible world.  Once upon a time the liberal church’s vision of itself was a vision of leadership, leading the world to be a freer and more just and equitable society.  Let us resurrect our vision of the liberal church as a community for the transformation of society.  Let us recapture the ancient prophetic tradition that cried out against the injustices and inequities of the Hebrew nation, and let us reclaim the prophetic tradition within our own religious movement that acted to bring about a more just social order.  And let us begin today. 
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